Thank you for the opportunity to comment on these proposals. Our contribution outlines why
applying neutral packaging to safer alternatives to smoking would be detrimental to Dutch
public health.
First, a quick note about who we are: European Tobacco Harm Reduction Advocates
(ETHRA) 1 is a group of 22 consumer associations in 16 European countries, representing
approximately 27 million consumers across Europe 2 and supported by scientific experts in
the field of tobacco control or nicotine research. We are mostly ex-smokers who have used
safer nicotine products, such as vapes and snus, to quit smoking and to remain smoke free.
We are very proud to represent Dutch consumers too, as Acvoda 3 is one of our consumer
group partners. ETHRA is not funded by the tobacco or vaping industry, in fact we are not
funded at all as our grouping is a voice for our partners who arrange their own revenue and
who give their time to ETHRA for free. Our mission is to give consumers of safer nicotine
products a voice and to ensure that the full harm reduction potential of safer nicotine
products is not hindered by inappropriate regulation.
We feel that the reasoning for these proposals 4 as applied to safer alternatives to smoking
are not underpinned by science.
The stated aim of the proposals is to protect young people from smoking and the
explanatory note says that use of e-cigarettes by young people is “considerable”. However,
the latest Trimbos data does not bear this out and we find it interesting that the explanatory
note does not include this data. This, from Jongeren en riskant gedrag 5 shows that youth
vaping is actually in decline:
“Between 2015 and 2019 there was a decrease in the percentage of young people aged 12
to 16 who have ever used an e-cigarette; from 34% in 2015 to 25% in 2019.”
There is no evidence that vaping is leading young people to smoking, in the Netherlands or
elsewhere. In the Netherlands youth smoking rates are low and continue to decline, from
2.1% in 2017 to 1.8% in 2019 6. In the USA, analysis of the most recent National Youth
Tobacco Survey found that frequent use of vaping products was rare among never smokers.
US youth smoking continues to drop, falling from 8.1% in 2018 to 5.8% in 2019 7.
The explanatory note states that e-cigarettes are harmful. This is highly misleading. It has
been known for decades that people smoke for the nicotine but die from the tar 8. Since the
use of safer nicotine products doesn’t involve combustion, there is no tar. In fact, vaping is
at least 95% less harmful than smoking 9. A recent review 10 from the UK’s Committee on
Toxicity of Chemicals in Food, Consumer Products and the Environment (COT) concluded
that smokers who switch completely to vaping will get a substantial health benefit and that
there is a considerable reduction in the risk of lung cancer due to lower exposure to harmful
compounds.
The explanatory note states that the government does not consider e-cigarettes to be
effective for smoking cessation. This is not correct as there is robust evidence showing that
vaping leads to quitting smoking 11 and smoking prevalence is dropping in countries where
safer alternatives to smoking have been widely adopted 12. In an analysis of 8 European

member states, the Netherlands was found to have the best long-term quitting success rate
for smokers using e-cigarettes13.
By seeking to solve a non-existent problem (youth vaping), the proposals fail to take the
actual problem (adult smoking) into account. It is adult smokers who will be adversely
affected by these measures. Adult smoking prevalence in the Netherlands is high, at
21.7%14. This 21.7% represents a lot of people who could benefit greatly from switching to a
less harmful product. Adult smokers should be entitled to take steps to improve their own
health but concealing and misrepresenting the safer alternatives will prevent them from
doing that. Adult smokers are far more likely to suffer smoking related disease and death
than young smokers and their interests should be taken into account. A focus on adult
smoking also has benefits for youth, as youth are more likely to smoke if their parents
smoke15.
Here we will outline why plain (or neutral) packaging for vaping products will deny adult
smokers the right to improve their own health and so will prolong smoking.
Treating safer nicotine products in the same way as harmful combustible cigarettes sends
the wrong message that the products are equally as harmful. This discourages people from
switching, which results in more smoking. Tragically, the misperception that e-cigarettes are
as harmful as combustible tobacco products is growing 16 amongst smokers and the
proposals in this bill will contribute to that.
E-cigarettes are new products and it is critical that adult smokers can be informed about
these innovative products and receive non-misleading information about their risk in relation
to combustible tobacco products. E-cigarettes are competing with combustible cigarettes,
but it is not a level playing field: everyone already knows what combustible cigarettes are
and how to use them.
Access to information about these new products is already restricted, as The Tobacco
Products Directive (TPD) prohibits most forms of advertising. So, it is crucial that the
product packaging can convey information and that consumers can see this information in
order to choose which product to buy. E-cigarettes are much more complicated to use than
combustible cigarettes and there are many different types, how can consumers use these
safer alternatives without access to information about them? Ideally, smokers should be
incentivised to use something which is better for them and it would be a win for public health
if accurate evidence-based information could be communicated on product packaging 17.
The TPD mandated health warnings which are displayed on vaping products hugely
overstate the risks of using e-cigarettes and deter smokers from switching 18. These offputting health warnings will be even more prominent if the neutral packaging proposals are
applied.
The justification for applying plain packaging restrictions to combustible cigarettes rests on
the harms done by smoke and the high risks to health. There is no such basis for applying
the restrictions to products which reduce harm.

As well as being inimical to public health we feel that these measures are unnecessary:
there is already a ban on the sale of nicotine products to under 18’s and display bans are
also in place.
We appreciate that there are concerns about youth initiation, but these concerns are not
borne out by the evidence. The National Prevention Agreement is misusing the
precautionary principle 19 by seeking to protect youth from an illusory threat at the expense of
adult smokers, for whom the harms are very real.
ETHRA is registered on the EU Transparency Register, registration number 35494683724373
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